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Chapter 1: Rebirth in Blood
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A blonde woman wiped the blood from her lips and glared at the heavens. Countless bolts of lightning cascaded from the sky. In the blinding white light, a magic ring tore free from her body and pierced the void, vanishing into the distance before everything was reduced to nothingness.

The magic ring drifted through a prism-hued space, its glow dimming. Just as the last trace of light was about to fade, it found a weak point in the spatial barrier.

A hair-thin crack opened. A wisp of cyan light shot out of the ring and slipped through just before the gap closed. The ring's glow flickered one last time and went dark and still.

Angel Bunyan dreamed for a long time. She saw a sprawling, luxurious or with green lawns and blooming flowers. A pair of strangely dressed middle-aged people hugged her in turn, their farewell kisses warm and slightly damp. Then a strange metal machine carried them away.

The scene shifted. A notice of their death in a plane crash was delivered. Her eyes brimmed with long-lost warmth. A hostile and two women offered false words of comfort, then escorted her back to a beautifully decorated room, telling her to rest. Their language was foreign, yet she understood every word, even the glee hidden in their tones.

Curled up on the soft bed, the girl wept under the covers. She did not know how long she cried before sleep finally claimed her. Then came alternating chills and fever. In pain and confusion, her mind slipped into chaos.

In a dim, cramped room, the last ray of sunlight vanished below the window sill. The girl lying on the floor suddenly opened her eyes. Her dark pupils darted cautiously around. Seeing her surroundings clearly, she gave a bitter smile.

"Magic ring. . . what kind of world have you sent me to? Is it just because this girl is also called Angel?"

Angel pushed herself up on trembling arms. Dizziness clouded her vision. Her powerful Saint-level spirit had merged with this frail body so well that she realized at once something was very wrong.

A knife-like pain wracked her abdomen. A foul puddle of vomit lay nearby. A black energy surged inside her, rapidly destroying her body's functions.

Closing her eyes, Angel tried to retrieve the host's memories but failed. The girl remembered nothing after receiving news of her parents' death. Angel had no choice but to focus on the immediate crisis.

The host body had been gravely ill, its physiology in ruins. Poison had entered by mouth and was ravaging what little vitality remained. The local Angel had perished, allowing the magic ring to send in the soul of Saint-level Angel and temporarily suppress the poison's spread.

Angel forced the poison into the little finger of her left hand with great effort, panting as she got to her feet. She searched the living room but found neither a knife nor even a needle.

In the short delay, the poison began to spread again. Gritting her teeth, Angel grabbed a glass from the table, smashed it on the floor, and chose a sharp shard to cut the blackened finger.

Unflinching, she squeezed the finger, forcing out thick, black blood whose metallic stench soon filled the room.

A faint noise came from the door. Angel turned her head, her cold gaze falling on a middle-aged woman peeking inside. The woman's scent matched the lingering trace of another person. She had surely been involved in the poisoning.

"Ah! Miss. . . you. . . you're not. . ." The woman swallowed the word "dead," but her lips betrayed her.

Angel narrowed her eyes and ignored her, focusing again on squeezing out the poisoned blood. At last the blood ran red and the skin regained a normal hue. She pressed a little more, determined to leave no trace of the toxin.

The woman, used to Angel's silence, fidgeted at the door. Seeing no change in Angel's demeanor, she gained courage and stepped closer.

"My, what a mess you've made. I just bathed and dressed you the day before yesterday. Filthy again. Still sitting there? Get up. Now I'll have to waste time cleaning—"

Angel suddenly raised her head, her gaze as sharp as a blade. The woman flinched and backed up two steps. Suspicion flickered in her eyes as they fell on Angel's bleeding finger and the dark, foul-smelling puddle on the floor. She gasped and covered her mouth.

"That smell. . . it's the same as the poison I put in the nutrient shot yesterday. My heavens. Could this silly girl be fated to survive? She even knew to cut her finger to draw the poison?"

The woman muttered under her breath. Fear showed in her eyes as she looked at Angel again. She retreated two steps, then turned and fled, slamming the door behind her, leaving the girl alone once more.

"My dear step-grandmother, step-uncle, this special maid must be your gift to me," Angel murmured with a wry smile. Bracing herself against the wall, she moved slowly to the bathroom and washed the wound under running water.

This world contained magic, yet daily life showed no trace of it. A mage, embodiment of wisdom, had no trouble understanding the basic household devices. A brief look was enough for Angel to find what she needed.

In the kitchen cupboard she found a charging cleaning bot. She unplugged it and switched it on. The half-meter-tall cylindrical robot began tidying the mess.

In the master bedroom closet she located clean clothes. After a brief study of the oddly shaped undergarments, she prepared a hot bath. The only disappointment was the bath gel's scent, far from her favorite chamomile.

The body was too weak. She dared not soak too long for fear of fainting in the tub. She washed quickly and climbed out.

Dressed again, she stood before the mirror. A girl with dry yellow hair, dark rings under her eyes, and a pale face stared back at her with deep black eyes.

"Black-haired, black-eyed Huazu. . . good bones. Don't worry. I'll live well for you and avenge you."

Angel clasped her hands over her chest and softly sang a requiem. Holy white motes of light appeared in the air, gathering around her head. When the last note faded, the motes sank into her brow. The sluggish feeling in her mind vanished.

In that instant, Angel, the Space Saint, returned to the world.
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Chapter 2: A Difficult Situation
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Angel slept until dawn. Sitting up in bed wrapped in the blanket, she felt unaccustomed to the hollow, growling hunger in her stomach.

Resting her chin in her hand, she sifted through the host's memories and discovered that the staple food here was something called a nutrient gel—a paste stored in recyclable plastic tubes, flavored with various essences to mimic different tastes.

Only wealthy nobles and the upper class could afford private greenhouses and expert agriculturalists to grow precious organic vegetables.

This scarcity traced back to the great cosmic storm thousands of years ago that devastated worlds across the galaxy, wiping out countless species and breaking the chain of civilization.

Though the host had lost a portion of her memories, Angel assumed there must be some nutrient gels in this house. After all, it was eating something unclean that had led to her poisoning.

Throwing off the blanket, she slipped on her shoes. As she stood, a wave of dizziness washed over her, accompanied by a cold, oppressive feeling above her head. She quickly closed her eyes and took deep breaths until the sensation passed, then slowly opened her eyes again.

This body was far too weak. With a resigned sigh, Angel shuffled toward the kitchen, needing several minutes to cover the short distance.

The timekeeping system in this technological world was impressively precise, measuring down to the second—far better than the hourglasses back on the Magic Continent.

The kitchen was small. Facing the door were two rows of cabinets, upper and lower, with a sink in the middle of the counter and a few utensils neatly arranged on either side. Angel ran her fingers across them and recalled their uses.

"Heating with electricity. . . clever idea," she muttered.

But there was no food. These elegant tools were mere decorations. With a trace of regret, she drew back her hand and opened the upper cabinets. She found plenty of seasonings but not a single tube of nutrient gel.

Clutching her empty, aching stomach, Angel reasoned that the so-called maid must have stolen them. They had already decided she was as good as dead—yesterday she'd probably come by just to collect the corpse. Why would a dead girl need food?

"A Saint, reduced to going hungry." Angel gave a wry smile as she found a bottle labeled saccharin. She poured the white crystals into a glass, added some tap water, stirred with a spoon, and, catching the faintly sweet scent, couldn't resist gulping it down.

The sugar was quickly absorbed by her starving body. Her stomach still felt painfully empty, but at least the nausea and dizziness receded.

Angel rinsed the glass clean, set it on the counter, and returned to the bedroom. She sat cross-legged on the bed and began to meditate.

There was no food in the house, so she would have to go out to find some. But first she needed a body that wouldn't faint at any moment. She decided to restore her strength by nourishing herself with magical elements.

Three centuries of cultivation had taught Angel how to clear her mind swiftly. She entered meditation and sensed the magical elements in the air—tiny motes of colored light. There weren't many of them; by the standards of the Magic Continent, this was a barren, low-magic wasteland.

"Better some than none," she murmured with yet another bitter smile. Composing herself, she wove a fine net of spiritual power to catch the playful, darting motes and guided them into her body, settling them into her organs.

Magical elements in the world were divided into seven main types—metal, wood, water, fire, earth, light, and darkness—with three more rare variants: wind, lightning, and space, their colors gold, green, blue, red, yellow, white, black, and, for the three variants, cyan, silver, and gray.

Human lives were short, leaving no time to master all elements. Mages focused on the element to which they were most attuned.

In her previous life, Angel had possessed rare high affinity for space elements. She became one of the foremost Saints of Space on the Magic Continent, before whom even the proudest rivals had bowed.

Successfully drawing magical elements into one's body marked the first step: becoming a magic apprentice. The ranks then ascended to novice mage, junior mage, intermediate mage, senior mage, grand mage, magister, saint, and finally deity.

Not all the absorbed elements remained. Some slipped away, escaping through pores and dissipating into the air. Even Angel, once a Saint, had never been able to prevent this.

She was relieved to find that this new body had excellent affinity for space elements—on her first meditation she retained about sixty percent of what she drew in, a respectable rate. With future cultivation, that efficiency would only improve.

When the ambient magical elements were exhausted, Angel ended her meditation with a faint smile.

Her frail body now held a spark of vigor. Flexing her limbs, she decided to go out in search of food. Dying of hunger would be an unthinkable disgrace for a mage.

This world, in the interest of conserving resources, used no paper or metal currency. All transactions relied on "credits," which Angel thought would be better named "electronic credits." Online shopping used virtual banking, while physical stores relied on swiping credit cards.

Her suspicion was confirmed: there were no nutrient gels left. She had expected as much. But when she searched the house and found no credit card either, her teeth ground in anger.

She decided to sell her communicator for living expenses. The one on her wrist was a limited-edition model from this year, a birthday gift from her father—oval, the color of deep ocean, with 160 tiny pink diamonds set into the shape of a rose on the case and a platinum button. It looked exquisite on a girl's slender wrist.

She pressed the edge button. A screen popped up above the device, and a plush cartoon figure hopped out, blinking and blowing kisses at her.

"My dearest Kiki, you finally came to see me! Dudu missed you sooo much~~~"

Angel shivered at the doll's syrupy, sing-song voice, keeping her face impassive as she poked around the screen to learn the device's functions. Ignoring Dudu's teary, reproachful eyes, she firmly shut the communicator down.

Once doomed to be lost, it was best not to get attached. That was a lesson learned in blood. In this new life, Angel would not repeat the same mistakes.

From the search results, she learned that the world outside was in the height of summer—scorching August. Dudu's suggestion for going out was denim shorts with a sleeveless T-shirt, claiming it was both stylish and cool.

Angel pulled out the recommended clothes from the closet, and her face immediately darkened. So little fabric—what could it possibly cover? She might as well go out naked.

She longed for her silk gowns and lace parasol. A mage ought to dress with elegance and dignity. Denim shorts? Let them rest with the dead.
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Chapter 3: Rescue
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After rummaging through the closet, Angel finally found something both suitable for the season and to her liking: a simple cotton floral long skirt paired with a plain white short-sleeve T-shirt.

". . . Didn't expect Angel's mother to have such a good figure." Angel shook the loose, empty front of the shirt with a frown and stepped away from the mirror.

"Hmph. This house has a genetic lock. Good. I'll remove that wretched maid's access. From now on, this is the domain of Mage Angel."

The hallway was silent. The neighbors' doors were tightly shut. Angel pressed the elevator button to go down. Her stomach growled like thunder and a wave of dizziness hit her. As she collapsed, her last thought was bitter regret: I should never have wasted my limited strength on changing clothes. . .

Her spirit drifted, faint and submerged in the center of her mind. It felt as if someone were calling her. Then came a warm touch. Then someone fed her. Then. . .

Weak sunlight filtered through a clean glass window onto the girl lying on the couch. Her long lashes trembled like butterfly wings. Her breath was so faint it was almost inaudible. Her dry pink lips contrasted with the loose, fashioned clothes that hung on her frail frame. She looked so thin one might think a breeze could blow her away.

Felix Luo wondered how long she had been ill to be so emaciated.

The young of An Mining Corporation—Angel—had lost both parents in a plane crash on April 1. Crushed by grief, she had fallen ill and later announced she was terminally sick, giving up her inheritance rights to An Mining and breaking off her engagement with Stan Zhang, third son of the Zhang family. Who would have thought that this once-famous girl, who had shocked the world's headlines, would be hiding in a humble neighborhood.

This was the information Felix had gathered. He had been very cautious in investigating every neighbor before moving into the building. Yet until today, he had never seen Angel leave her apartment. The maid who sometimes appeared always claimed the young was too ill to get out of bed.

"The scent is clean. . . not like someone gravely ill. More like malnutrition," Felix muttered. He fed Angel half a cup of sugar water and was pleased to see a pair of clear, bright eyes open.

"Hi, Angel. I'm your neighbor, Felix. You fainted at the elevator door just now. This is my apartment. Do you need me to call a doctor?"

A short sentence, yet it conveyed several pieces of information. Angel nodded with a calm face.

"Thank you. I was just hungry. Nothing else is wrong. No need for a doctor."

"Uh. . ." Felix didn't know what to say. His heart burned with anger. He made up his mind to scold that maid the next time he saw her. How could she let her employer go hungry? Even if she couldn't provide organic food, at least there should have been nutrient gels prepared.

Angel lowered her eyes but quietly studied him. By local standards, he was a sunny and handsome young man—dressed simply but properly, with a fresh aura, thick brows, bright eyes, an aquiline nose, and shapely lips. His facial features were near perfect in proportion, giving a pleasant, gentle impression.

Sensing his thoughts, Angel took the initiative to explain.

"A few days ago I don't know why I lost consciousness. The maid stole my nutrient gels, so I haven't eaten for a long time and became very weak. I also found my credit card missing. I was going out to sell my communicator to buy some food."

Felix jumped up and ran to the kitchen. After a bit of clattering, he came back with a heated nutrient gel and knelt in front of her.

Angel didn't act coy. She took it and squeezed it into her mouth with all her remaining strength. The warm paste melted quickly, its sugars and proteins rapidly absorbed. The faint orange flavor was barely noticeable.

Only after finishing the entire tube did Angel gasp for breath. Embarrassed by her own ravenous state, her cheeks flushed, yet in her heart she felt both grief and fury.

Damn those An family people. You made a noble mage lose her dignity. I will settle this debt one day.

Felix, also indignant, said, "You must sue that awful maid. What she did is a crime. Report it and let her reflect on it in a high-altitude prison."

Angel shook her head calmly.

"No need. I read a news report before leaving home. Her house caught fire for no reason. The whole family of five burned to death."

Felix's jaw dropped and stayed open for a long while. Angel's eyes glinted with a faint smile.

"Retribution came quickly, didn't it? That's karma."

Karma. . . That strange, inexplicable yet unfailingly real law. If she had realized it earlier, perhaps the tragedy of her past life would never have happened.

Felix thought the girl's gaze was far too world-weary. She was only twenty. A girl in her prime shouldn't look so worn and defeated.

"Dead is dead. She got what she deserved. It had nothing to do with you. Don't dwell on it."

"I'm fine. What I need to think about now is how to get some credits and then find a job to support myself."

Felix's lips moved. He almost urged her to return to the An family for help, but then thought better of it. Big families were often mired in dark dealings. Better not to meddle in another's family matters. Angel probably had her reasons for staying away.

Judging that she was in no shape to go out, Felix volunteered to find a buyer for her communicator, promising to get a better price than any second-hand shop.

Angel thanked him repeatedly, though her face remained cold, leaving him feeling unappreciated. He sensed her guardedness and wondered what she had gone through to lose all trust in people.

With food in her stomach, Angel returned to her apartment and, still exhausted, fell asleep wrapped in her blanket. She didn't wake until the doorbell rang.

The familiar sight greeted her—apple-green T-shirt, beige casual trousers, clean white sneakers, and the same gentle smile. Angel nodded in greeting and stepped aside to let Felix in.

By now he was used to her cool demeanor and didn't mind in the least. He cheerfully handed her a simple red communicator.

"Here you go. Your 'Rose Love' sold for eighty thousand. This one is eighty percent new and cost only three thousand. The rest of the credits are in my account. Once you register this one, I'll transfer the balance to you."

The original "Rose Love" had cost one hundred and forty thousand. Selling it for eighty thousand after half a year's use was already satisfactory. Deducting the three thousand for the new one, she still had seventy-seven thousand left. The cheapest nutrient gel cost thirty points a tube. That was enough to feed her for quite a while.

Angel scanned her iris to register the communicator and logged into the bank system—only to find the account completely empty. If she had no income within a week, the bank would revoke her credit rating.

Felix promptly transferred the money to her. Explaining that he had business that afternoon, he advised her to order nutrient gels online and to rest at home rather than wander outside. Then he hurriedly left.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: A Job Introduction
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Angel applied for a replacement physical credit card, then curled up on the sofa and tapped at the screen. In her past life she had lived in noble luxury, always enjoying the best food and the finest things. The thought of drinking bland nutrient gels again was distasteful. Her eyes were set on organic foods—but the price was staggering. A single pound of flour cost six thousand points. Her seventy-seven thousand in savings wouldn't last long.

The fire of ambition was doused by a bucket of cold reality. What she had thought was a modest fortune now felt like beggar's change. She sighed and decided that her appetite would have to wait.

In her previous life Angel had begun learning magic at six years and spent three centuries devoted to it. For the first fifty years she had studied under her teacher's guidance; at fifty-six she became a Grand Mage and was then supported by the Empire in the Magic Tower, free of mundane worries. She had seen wars and storms and had endured many hardships. Now, with everything different, she felt a strange mix of excitement and uncertainty, but no fear.

She ordered the cheapest nutrient gels—enough for an entire month—and resolved to look for a job the very next day. With the basics of survival secured, she could then focus on cultivating her magic once again and hopefully climb back to the summit.

While waiting for the delivery, Angel sat on the sofa and entered a light meditative state, capturing any trace of magical elements in the air to nourish her body. Spending time each day drawing in elements to strengthen her organs was a shortcut to restoring health.

She had learned this method from a magical notebook she discovered after becoming a Saint. It was entirely different from her teacher's teachings. Back then, her body had contained only space elements and nothing else.

Unfortunately, at that time she had already been on the verge of ascending to the rank of Deity and had only just begun to reap the benefits of this method when divine punishment struck her down. In this life, she would pay attention to maintaining balance among all elements. A strong body would make the cultivation of space magic far more effective.

Hmm. . . I seem to be picking up many nice idioms, she thought. Like 'adding wings to a tiger.' Of course a flying tiger is more fearsome than a land-bound one.

When she received the package, there was still a smile on her lips. The courier, seeing her pale but smiling, smiled back even more brightly. He thought the sickly young woman was rather charming.

Her new credit card arrived soon after, and the nutrient gels were delivered as well. Nine boxes took up a great deal of space. With no room in the cabinets, she had to stack them on the kitchen floor.

The cleaning bot circled the boxes as if deciding whether they were trash to be recycled. Angel quickly reprogrammed it to keep its clumsy paws off the boxes.

"Look at you, silly thing. From now on I'll call you Pillar," sPayne Hed with a smile—then froze in surprise. Did I really just say something so playful?

Alarmed, she hurried back to the bedroom and meditated, scanning herself from head to toe. She found nothing wrong and finally concluded it must be a lingering influence of the host's personality—a side effect of the soul fusion.

It couldn't be prevented. She would simply have to be cautious and make sure such slip-ups never happened at critical moments.

Ha, 'slip the chain'—what an apt metaphor. The Huazu language is truly rich and profound. I should find a good dictionary to study someday.

Angel sang the requiem once more, clearing her mind, then focused on capturing magical elements and resumed her cultivation.

Her body was still weak, so she went to bed at ten after a quick wash.

It was a quiet night, yet also a restless one. Angel never realized that several groups of people came by her door. Some merely listened and then entered the neighbor's apartment. Others tried to break her door's code lock but triggered the security system and had to flee before the patrol robots arrived.

She slept through it all. When she finally opened her eyes in the morning, it took a while for her blurred vision to focus.

Right. This little apartment is my new home now.

She silently thanked her late mother. That despised dowry apartment had at least provided her a safe shelter. In its own way, that was karma too. The An family must be furious by now.

Angel wasn't afraid of them causing trouble. The security system in this civilian complex wasn't for show. If they dared to try anything, they would be charged with plotting harm against a relative and be punished severely.

She threw off the blanket, stretched and moved her limbs. She felt stronger than yesterday, no longer faint at every step. At this rate, she estimated, she would be back to normal within ten days or half a month.

It was already ten-thirty. She was helplessly amused to find she had slept twelve hours straight. After washing up, she grimaced as she drank a tube of nutrient gel, then turned to the job-search sites online, hoping to find something light and easy.

It didn't take long before she shut down the site and flopped onto the sofa. Even the simplest clerical positions required a college degree. As someone who had taken medical leave in her second year at university, what chance did she have?

Thinking of that one year at university, she muttered with a wry expression,

"Daughter of a mining conglomerate's chairman, yet you chose to major in archaeology? Angel, should I call you unfilial or just foolish?"

In her previous life she had not only been the most renowned Saint of Space on the Magic Continent but also a master of alchemy, a leading expert in magical tools and potions. To her, herbs and minerals had always been more important than clothes or jewelry.

The host had already taken medical leave. Angel was glad to have a year's time to change her course of study. With her powerful mental strength, one year would be enough to catch up with the required courses for a different major. Geology and pharmacology were the proper fields for her research. A major change was a must.

Decisive as ever, she immediately downloaded all the geology and pharmacology courses and, following the curriculum of the city's most famous graduate, listed the must-pass courses first, planning to read the rest whenever time allowed.

Once she reached the rank of Grand Mage again, she would have a very long life. Spending a few centuries reading books could be a pleasant pastime.

But. . .

Oh no! I can't understand a word of this textbook! The theories here are completely different from those of the Magic Continent!

She tried a high-school textbook—no good. A junior-high one—still no good.

Unbelievable! A dignified Saint reduced to illiteracy. I'll have to start from primary school!

Exasperated, she downloaded all the required textbooks from primary to high school. The screen filled with square icons until her eyes went blurry.

No way back now. The Magic Continent is but a dream. Better settle down and study properly.

Time passed as she flipped through the pages. When the doorbell rang, she instinctively glanced at the corner of the screen—half past twelve already.

On the screen was Felix, smiling brightly in the same clothes he had worn the previous day. Angel sighed inwardly.

So this young isn't well-off either. He eats the cheapest nutrient gels and doesn't even have a change of clothes.

She opened the door and greeted him without expression.

"Hello. Have you eaten?"

Felix looked slightly startled, then his smile deepened until even his eyes sparkled.

"Just had lunch. And you?"

Angel froze for a second.

"Not yet. I was just about to."

The exchange felt oddly awkward.

Felix held back his laughter and stepped inside. At one meter eighty he easily looked down at Angel's one meter seventy, the height difference giving him a subtle sense of advantage.
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Chapter 5: The Interview
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"How do you feel today? Any more dizziness?" Felix looked down at the girl with a warm, sunlit smile that brightened the room.

Angel closed the door and gestured for him to sit. Once they had each settled on a sofa, she replied, "I slept well. I feel much better today. No dizziness."

"That's good. That's good." Felix rubbed his hands together, his smile full of relief. Angel was puzzled. How can he smile so easily? He doesn't even have a spare set of clothes, yet he's so cheerful.

For a moment, neither could find a topic. The silence turned awkward until Angel suddenly remembered the local custom of offering drinks to guests. She stood up and headed for the kitchen.

"I'll get you some water."

Glancing at the obedient cleaning bot standing in the corner, Felix got up quickly to stop her.

"No need. I'm in a hurry. I just came to ask if you've found a job yet—if not, would you like to work at the bar where I sing?"

Bar. Singing. Job.

Angel caught the keywords and turned back to look him over from head to toe. Her scrutinizing gaze made him shiver and rub his arm, forcing a strained smile.

"I'm not asking you to serve drinks to customers in that way. It's just a waitress job. And the place is clean—rarely any unsavory types. I'm there singing every night. You'll be safe with everyone around."

"How much is the monthly pay?"

"Wh-what?"

"I asked how much a waitress at that bar earns per month."

"Oh. . . six thousand points a month. Work hours are six in the evening until two in the morning."

"I'll take it. Thank you."

They agreed to meet at Yelan Bar at six in the evening for the interview. Angel saw off the hurried Felix—he had to rush to rehearsal—and immediately went online to research the bar.

Her focus was on the bar's environment, to see if it was really as "clean" as Felix claimed.

Fortunately, aside from a few minor brawls caused by drunk customers, there were no serious scandals. Compared to places rumored to sell contraband or worse, this bar was respectable. Working there should not draw criticism from her university.

Angel assumed that the teachers here were as caring and involved as her mentors had been in her past life, concerned about students' lives as well as their studies. She didn't know that as long as she didn't break the law or tarnish the school's reputation, the university wouldn't interfere at all.

Curious about the world's food and drink, she also checked the bar's offerings. She discovered that the alcoholic drinks were not brewed from grains but were synthetic alcohol blended with flavorings—and sold at a hefty profit. The bar business was lucrative indeed.

Of course, those who could own a bar were never ordinary people. Some online posts hinted at insider connections, giving Angel an early impression that the future boss had backing from powerful figures.

The afternoon passed as she wsed web pages, read interview tips, and picked out an outfit. By five o'clock she had showered, changed, and drunk a tube of nutrient gel, then slung a bag over her shoulder and headed out.

Stepping outside, she paused at the sight of the sky ablaze with red clouds. Then her shoulders slumped as she looked around at the towering concrete jungle and the sparse patches of green. Even though she had steeled herself mentally, seeing this alien world still ught a wave of melancholy.

The public space in the residential district was small. Elderly folks pushed strollers or carried toddlers, wandering and chatting in the cramped square. The lively scene carried a subtle, sour undertone.

"Survival. . ." Angel whispered the word, clenching her fist, then followed the map on her communicator toward the bus stop.

There were no carriages, no flying carpets, no magical beasts for transport here. There were cars powered by liquid energy and buses that used solid energy cells. The former were a status symbol for the wealthy; the latter were the ordinary people's way to travel.

The bus stop was crowded. At first Angel stood shyly aside, unwilling to jostle, watching others cram themselves into the ad-covered buses as if squeezing paste from a tube. After missing three buses, she checked the time on her communicator and felt a surge of urgency.

If she didn't squeeze in now, she'd be late—and Felix had stressed over and over that the boss disliked tardy employees.

So when the next Route 805 bus roared up to the stop, Angel clenched her teeth and plunged into the crowd.

Having endured the "wolves on the bus" and avoided the "three-fingered thieves," Angel was still unsettled when she finally got off at her stop. She took a few deep breaths before raising her eyes to look for her destination.

Yelan Bar was easy to find, just across the street from the bus stop. She went down through the underpass and came up a few steps away from its entrance.

This city was full of skyscrapers and plagued by poor air quality. Though it was only ten minutes to six, the sky was already dark. The giant neon billboards glowed in dazzling colors. Angel secretly marveled at this world's wonders—on the Magic Continent, they had never created lights so beautiful.

"Angel, work is about to start. Why are you still out here?"

A man's voice startled her out of her thoughts. Her eyes took two seconds to focus before she recognized him. A hint of gladness stirred inside her, though her face remained calm as she raised a hand to greet the young jogging out of the underpass.

"Hello. The bus was hard to catch. I just arrived."

Felix, slightly breathless, stood three meters away with hands on his hips before pointing across the street.

"The boss is already here. Let's go."

"Alright. Sorry to keep you worried."

Angel apologized politely. Felix felt the cool distance in her tone and couldn't help a pang of disappointment, but he still smiled as he led her through the underpass, courteously holding the door for her as they entered Yelan Bar.

Angel noticed a "Temporarily Closed" sign still hanging on the glass door, but inside several workers in shirts and vests were bustling about. Routine cleaning was done by service bots, but more delicate tasks—arranging bottles, polishing glasses—were still left to human staff.

In fact, some bars used advanced robots even for service, and cheaper bars did so to cut costs. But doing so took away the human touch that patrons preferred, especially the more refined clientele.

At Yelan Bar, the waitstaff still handled ordering and billing, while bots served drinks and cleared tables. As the boss Pi said, working here was easy as long as one didn't make trouble. He wanted smart employees, not, as he bluntly put it, "pig-headed troublemakers."

Angel felt her dignity offended and stared at Pi for a full minute. Just as Felix was starting to fear the interview would end in disaster, Angel spoke at last:

"You'll see what I can do."

Chapter 6: The Question Pi's surname wasn't Pi. His full name was Rudy Piano, a chubby middle-aged white whose golden hair had thinned badly from years of sleepless nights. In recent years his liver had started failing too, which left his temper frayed. Angel forgave his earlier rudeness because she sensed no malice in him—and also because his sparse blond hair so resembled her own hair from her previous life.

Pi gulped and leaned back in his chair. Nearby, Felix strummed the strings of his guitar. His deep, gentle voice flowed like a quiet stream, filling the dimly lit, intimate space with a slow, lingering melody.

Pi snapped his fingers.

"Vera Andy, come here!"

A graceful waitress jogged over. Angel noticed that her vest and bow tie were red, unlike the blue worn by the others. She soon learned why.

"Angel, this is Vera. From now on she's your supervisor. Vera, take Angel to get a uniform and teach her all the rules."

As soon as Pi turned away, Vera's careful, deferential manner shifted to cool indifference—and was that hostility?

Angel studied her out of the corner of her eye, trying to figure out why this woman she had just met would be hostile. Then she caught the glance Vera cast toward the stage and understood.

I'm innocent. Blame the handsome guy for this.

Vera led the way with a proud sway of her hips, the seven-centimeter heels of her shoes clicking sharply on the floor. Angel, who had worn flat shoes for over three centuries, couldn't understand the appeal of such footwear and worried that Vera might slip and fall.

After winding through a few corridors and climbing to the second-floor office area, Vera knocked on the door of a plain little room and told a kindly, wrinkled woman—Jiang—to issue Angel a set of the bar's waitress uniform.

"The women's changing room is over there. Get changed quickly and come down," Vera said curtly, then clicked away in her heels.

Jiang's manner was much kinder. As soon as Vera left, she warmly ushered Angel inside and, with just a glance, found clothes and shoes that fit her well.

Angel held up the pair of five-centimeter black heels, her face momentarily blank. Though shorter than Vera's, they were still a challenge for her.

Jiang thought Angel was giddy with excitement. To her, Angel clearly looked like someone from the common districts, perhaps unused to such good clothes. She sighed kindly.

"Boss Pi is a good man. Elaine's willing to spend on quality—these are brand-name, very well made. Don't worry about using them. You seem like a good, steady girl. I'm sure you'll pass your probation. When you do, I'll get you another set as a spare."

Angel smiled faintly.

"Thank you, Jiang. I like them."

With her experience, Jiang could tell Angel was genuinely polite and respectful, which made her even more fond of the girl. She patted Angel's hand, showed her to the adjacent changing room, assigned her a locker, and went back to her work.

Angel changed the locker's default code, stored her bag, and before undressing used her spiritual power to sweep the room—no hidden cameras. Relieved, she changed calmly. The peeping-tom videos on the web had left her wary; a girl alone had to be cautious.

She folded her jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers into the locker and locked it, then stood before the full-length mirror.

Jiang's eye for fit was excellent. The shoes were comfortable and the uniform fitted well, outlining the slim lines of a young girl. Well. . . the lines were a bit flat. . . but that just made her look more innocent.

Angel blinked her not-so-deep phoenix-shaped eyes, pursed her pink-and-white lips into a stiff smile, clenched her fists, and silently encouraged herself before stepping out with resolve.

A girl can earn her living with her own hands—no need to sell youth or smiles. Nothing shameful about that.

Jiang was waiting outside. Seeing Angel emerge, she smiled and pointed to the end of the hallway.

"Boss Pi asked you to go sign the contract. Go on."

Angel nodded and thanked her, then, under Jiang's worried gaze, walked a little unsteadily to the office marked General manager.

She knocked carefully. A voice from inside called her in. The door slid open to reveal Pi bent over his desk. He looked up briefly at her before returning to the documents on his screen.

"Good evening, Boss."

"Mm. Sit for a bit. I'll have the contract ready in a moment."

"Thank you for your hard work."

"Heh, can't be helped. Danny, my secretary, had to take leave for family reasons. Luckily the contract template's ready-made, so it won't take long."

As they exchanged a few words, Pi kept his eyes on the computer. Not wanting to disturb him, Angel quietly stepped aside to wait, her gaze falling on the potted plant on his desk.

Aloe as a desk plant—what an odd choice. The sword-shaped leaves are polished so clean. Aloe is known for skincare and it's edible too. I wonder if I can ask for a seedling to grow at home. . .

Her resentment toward nutrient gels must have been too deep; without realizing it she muttered her thoughts aloud.

The reply came as a sudden roar from Pi.

"Are you out of your mind? That precious sword-orchid—edible? . . . Wait, did you say it's a food? And why do you call it aloe? What's aloe? Where did you learn that. . . ?"

Angel's head spun. And above Pi's head, she could almost see the words: Chatterbox. Question Man.

One question after another flew at her like thrown bombs. Pi grew more and more excited, got up, came around the desk, and seized Angel's shoulders, shaking her vigorously. Angel felt dizzier and finally couldn't help but shout,

"Quiet!"

The office fell into sudden silence. The two stared at each other wide-eyed until Angel recovered first, bowed her head, and apologized.

"Sorry. It's just. . . you were squeezing me too hard."

Pi blinked, realizing he had indeed been gripping her tightly. He quickly let go and stepped back, scratching his head in embarrassment.

"My fault. I got carried away. I should be the one to apologize."

Then he looked at her hopefully.

"But I still want to know—why do you call the sword-orchid aloe? Is aloe really edible?"

Angel stepped closer, examined the so-called "sword-orchid" carefully, sniffed its unique scent, and said with certainty,

"It's not a sword-orchid. It's aloe. Aloe leaf sap can be used medicinally—it's excellent for detoxifying and skincare. This ad-leaf variety is also edible, but too much of it can be poisonous."

Pi tapped his chin in confusion.

"But it was cultivated by a good friend of mine, and the book's description can't be wrong. Everyone calls it sword-orchid. . . Also, you still haven't answered my question—where did you learn about. . . aloe?"

Question is relentless. . . Angel thought wearily.
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Chapter 7: About Aloe
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Angel reproached herself deeply. Why couldn't I keep my mouth shut? This isn't the Magic Continent where I could say or do anything with impunity. Here a single slip of the tongue or misstep could lead to disaster.

Fighting the prickling in her nose, sPayned, "I've been sick for a while and stayed home from school to recover. I met an teacher by chance. Elaine claimed I was fated to meet him and insisted on teaching me the ways of health and nourishment. Only now do I realize that what he taught me was different from everyone else."

Pi's blue eyes lit up.

"A hermit master! Where does he live? What's his name, his family name, his race?"

There he goes again. . . Angel quickly closed every opening.

"Elaine's gone. Said his time had come and he wanted to pass away quietly somewhere peaceful. When I woke up I only found a farewell letter. My parents are gone. . . and now my teacher is gone too. . . wuu wuu. . ."

Seeing the girl weeping, Pi felt helpless. A moment ago he had been so excited; now he was plunged into loss. The huge swing between the two feelings was hard to bear.

Angel let herself cry for a bit. As Pi awkwardly tried to comfort her, she seized the chance to ask for an aloe seedling to take home and cultivate. He refused without hesitation. A plant worth tens of thousands wasn't something he would give away.

Pouting at the stingy boss, Angel signed the contract and went downstairs. Vera was already waiting, clearly impatient and speaking to her with little courtesy.

Angel reminded herself to swallow her anger for now. There was no point wasting time and energy on a jealous girl. Every minute mattered. She had to earn her living and focus on advancing from magic apprentice to mage as soon as possible.

Once she became a proper apprentice and could control magical elements freely, there would be endless ways to earn credits.

Felix had left the stage, probably to the dressing room to prepare for his next set. Angel guessed this was the real reason for Vera's bad temper, but she had no interest in other people's love lives and concentrated on memorizing the instructions Vera gave her.

In her previous life Angel had been a noble lady, served in every way, never handling menial tasks. The original girl in this life had also been a rich family's daughter who had only done a few craft projects in school. This job experience was therefore precious to Angel—her best chance to adapt quickly to this new world.

For the night shift there were six servers including Angel and two bartenders. Aside from Vera, everyone soon liked the diligent and eager-to-learn newcomer and helped her whenever she had questions.

Angel enjoyed the friendly atmosphere and soon set aside her aloofness, blending in with her colleagues—everyone except Vera, who still couldn't stand her.

The bar opened on time at seven. Customers came in steadily: office workers still carrying briefcases and young heirs dressed in luxury and style.

Regardless of gender or race, they all picked tables near the stage and looked around eagerly as if waiting for someone.

Pi came downstairs quietly and sat at a round table near the bar. No one knew what switch he pressed, but suddenly all the lights went out. Amid the soft exclamations of surprise, the sweet, clear notes of birdsong filled the air.

Angel, about to head toward the bar, froze at the sound.

This sound. . . so familiar. The chirping of birds, the whisper of insects, the scent of grass and trees. . . like being back in the vast forests of the Magic Continent. Night falls, the birds return to their nests, mist rises like a bride's veil, waiting for the moonlight's blessing. . .

The crowd grew quiet. Many closed their eyes and smiled faintly, savoring the gentle peace of the night forest.

Angel sensed several presences appear on the stage. Then the soft notes of a stringed instrument began to play, flowing out like a shepherd's evening song.

As the lights slowly brightened, the bird and insect calls did not stop. The plain white walls of the bar transformed into images of a lush green forest—flowers blooming, grass swaying in the breeze. A few red-beaked green-feathered parrots flitted over people's heads and vanished into the sky-blue ceiling above the stage.

The audience's attention shifted from the vivid illusion to the stage itself, captivated by the low, magnetic voice of the singing there.

So, all these customers had come for Felix.

Angel understood and pushed down her pang of homesickness. She bent slightly and, in a neutral tone, asked the couple at her table,

"Would you like to order anything else? Tonight we have a special: spend over three hundred and eighty-eight points and receive a complimentary plate of dried fruits."

Felix sang three songs in a row to thunderous applause. When he stepped down to rest, a stylishly dressed female singer took the stage. The illusion shifted to a metallic mecha battlefield, and the crowd grew excited, dancing with the music and raising the night's second wave of energy.

More and more people poured in. By nine o'clock the bar was full. Two robot security guards stood like iron towers at the door, firmly blocking anyone who tried to force their way in. Of course, the patient could line up—each time a table left, a new group was let in.

Each server carried a seven-inch tablet, trailed by a tray-carrying service robot, weaving ceaselessly among the tables. Their main work was done with their legs and their tongues—walking and talking, selling as much drink as possible while giving customers attentive service.

Angel's body was still too frail. She had started work at seven, and by a little after nine her legs felt weak and her stomach hollow.

Fortunately, she had prepared in advance. She went up to Pi honestly and reported,

"Boss, I need to take a nutrient gel."

Pi gave her a sympathetic look and waved.

"Go on, go. Rest a bit upstairs and then come back. Jiang Fabian should have something to eat."

"I ught my own," Angel replied, trudging upstairs under Pi's curious gaze. A waitress bringing her own nutrient gel to work was a first for him.

She had just reached the second floor when she saw Vera coming out of the dressing room. The girl's dreamy, lovestruck smile vanished at the sight of Angel, replaced by a glare.

"Why are you up here? Didn't I tell you no wandering around during work hours!"

"I'm not wandering," Angel explained patiently. "I had an early dinner, and now I'm hungry and a bit dizzy. I already asked the boss for leave to rest and eat something to regain my strength."

Pi's name was an effective shield. Vera was silenced, coughed twice, and told Angel to hurry and not delay work, then stalked off in resentment.
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Chapter 8: Wrongly Accused
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"Fabian'am. . ."

"Heh heh, Vera just likes to throw little tantrums. Don't mind her. Hungry? Come, I've got some nutrient gel here."

"Thank you, Fabian'am, but I ught my own."

"No need to be shy. All night-shift staff can get one tube for free. It's a work benefit. If you don't take it, you're losing out."

"Well. . . thank you then."

"Don't thank me. It's Pi who pays for it."

"Heh heh, you're funny, Fabian'am."

Angel pressed her fingerprint on Jiang Ma's tablet and received a tube of strawberry-flavored nutrient gel, said to be flavored with essence extracted from imported alien fruits.

They sat together in a narrow space between piles of supplies and chatted, mostly Jiang Ma talking and Angel listening, occasionally agreeing at key points. Jiang Ma had been with the bar since it opened, and her experience was useful for Angel to learn the ropes.

Ten minutes passed in a blink. Angel stood to go to the restroom, and when she returned, she found the bartender Fang getting supplies from Jiang Ma. She greeted them and started down the stairs to get back to work. If she delayed any longer, Vera would surely have something to say.

At the corner of the staircase she saw Felix coming up. The step-lights were dim, but she could clearly see his sincere smile.

"So you were here!"

"Mm. I was a bit tired, and Pi let me rest for a while."

Felix's expression turned concerned.

"If you can't keep up, don't push yourself. It's my fault really. I should have let you rest a few more days before starting."

"It's fine. Just hungry. A midnight snack will fix it."

Angel stepped past him, then looked back after two steps and met his thoughtful gaze. SPayned,

"Your singing is very good."

Felix looked almost flustered, scratching the back of his head with a grin that grew even brighter.

"Really? To get the praise of Miss Angel—Felix Luo is honored."

Honored? Angel found the word amusing. Such a polite and modest boy.

On stage the third slow-song singer had taken over. The audience had calmed down a little; some couples embraced and slow-danced near the stage while others ordered more drinks to ease their stirred emotions.

The servers became busy again, weaving among tables. With so many people moving about, the bar bustled with life.

Angel went downstairs carefully, watching her high heels. She didn't notice someone rushing out from the corridor. The sudden impact knocked her off balance. As she tilted sideways, she tried to grab something for support but instead felt a strong arm catch her, saving her from falling.

"Thank you so much!" sPayned, breathing a little fast as she steadied herself. Looking up, she found herself staring into a pair of dark, deep eyes, their hidden light like the brilliance of a time tunnel.

The memory of her wandering soul flashed before her, and she froze for a moment.

"Adam Wen, my arm hurts! It's all that horrible waitress—she bumped into me! You have to punish her!"

Curious patrons gathered around. The coquettish female voice pulled Angel's drifting thoughts back. She glanced at the woman beside her—revealing outfit, heavy makeup, and making every effort to press her overexposed chest closer to the "Adam."

Falsely accused. . . Angel felt an inner surge of displeasure. Yet the customer is always right. She lowered her eyes, ready to apologize just to keep the peace, when Vera popped up from nowhere, fussing and apologizing repeatedly to the woman.

"Angel! Always so clumsy! Hurry up and apologize to Leona Qiu and Mr. Abel!"

Vera's eyes glittered with undisguised glee—Got you now, little upstart, daring to ask that handsome Felix to get you this job!

"No need."

Adam Wen looked down at Angel's pale face, confirmed she was steady on her feet, then released his grip and shot his cousin a cool glance.

"It was Yuxue's fault. She bumped into this young lady. Yuxue, apologize."

"But Adam, it was clearly her—"

Adam's gaze grew colder. Leona Qiu shrank her neck and, with a pout, muttered,

"Sorry."

"It's fine. Thank you for helping me, Mr. Abel. I'm not hurt. This corridor is crowded—next time we should all be more careful," Angel said mildly, acknowledging her own part in the mishap. Leona only gave a cold snort and turned her head away.

A server reported the incident to Pi, who hurried over. At the sight of Adam his pupils shrank slightly, but he quickly put on a smile.

"Mr. Abel, long time no see. What brings you here tonight?"

Adam nodded politely.

"Pi, long time indeed. You're as robust as ever."

Angel's eyelid twitched. Calling that fat man 'robust'. . . this Adam does have a way with words.

Dressed in brands from head to toe, with refined bearing and striking looks—clearly a young master from some powerful family. Men like that were always surrounded by women eager to climb into their bed.

Such a man, yet that cousin of his. . . Angel cast a discreet look of disdain at Leona, then dutifully reported the accident to Pi, admitting her own fault—she had been too focused on her high heels to notice the customer coming out.

Pi was satisfied with her attitude and smoothed things over with a laugh.

"Angel just started today and isn't yet familiar with the place. Sorry for disturbing your evening, Mr. Abel and Miss Qiu. Vera, send a bottle of Bourbon Red to Mr. Abel. Put it on my tab."

Bourbon Red—an upscale wine from the Green Star. Though still chemical-based, it was produced by a wine family and far superior to the common brands, priced high enough that Angel couldn't have afforded a bottle with two months of wages.

She secretly worried that she might have to pay for the bottle herself, then relaxed when she learned it would go on Pi's account—though she disliked owing favors. A mage should avoid debts of gratitude. But with her empty purse, she could only swallow her pride.

Leona pretended to accept the apology cheerfully, the crowd dispersed, and Vera, at Pi's signal, personally delivered the Bourbon Red to Adam and Leona's table.

Pi stood with his hands in his trouser pockets, rocking side to side as he looked at Angel until her scalp prickled. She apologized again,

"Sorry for the trouble, Boss. Deduct the cost of the wine from my wages bit by bit."

All at once is impossible, she thought. I still need to live.

Pi licked his lips.

"It's just a bottle of wine, nothing. If you really want to thank me, write down for me the ways aloe can be eaten."

That's all? Angel thought with relief. A recipe's no secret magic formula. I can give him several.

She agreed readily, then noticed Vera's sharp eyes on her again and decided it was best to get back to work. The recipe could wait until after her shift.
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Chapter 9: The Roadblock

[image: ]


The bar at night was a world of indulgence—flickering lights, languid music, and waves of excitement that let numb nerves find brief release.

When the band ignored the calls for an encore and resolutely left the stage, the guests, though reluctant, began to drift away. Closing time at last.

The cleanup was left to the robots. Angel returned to the locker room feeling like a worn-out stray dog, her legs as limp as noodles.

Ugh. . . even noodles are expensive in this world, yet human life seems cheap. I thought six thousand credits a month was good pay—now I see these credits aren't easy to earn at all.

Vera changed first. Seeing Angel so worn out put her in a very good mood. She almost threw in a few barbed words but restrained herself, remembering her own plans. Instead she poked Angel twice with her finger and sashayed out.

For the night shift there were only the two of them. The day shift had four female servers. Most girls preferred days for safety and health.

Vera had switched to nights for certain motives. Angel simply wanted a job and had no special demands. Pi had told her during hiring that there was no way to transfer her to day shift for now. So when Vera left, Angel was the only one left in the women's locker room.

After a drink of water and a moment to catch her breath, Angel sat cross-legged on a bench to meditate, drawing in what Magic Tiger elements the cramped room held to nourish her exhausted body. Ten short minutes later she felt more energy return, then washed up, changed, and headed out. The work uniform would be cleaned by the bar's automated housekeeper.

She thought the place was nearly empty, but when she came out she saw several people blocking the stairs—Felix's six-member Tomorrow Band, and, surprisingly, Vera, who had left long ago.

It was clear that it wasn't the boys blocking the girl, but Vera blocking the boys. Standing at the stairway, posing and cooing, she made Angel want to roll her eyes.

Felix, protected by his bandmates, spotted Angel and waved as if seeing a savior.

"Hey! Angel, hurry up! The last bus is coming!"

Vera glared at Angel with killing intent. Angel strolled over calmly.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

Felix quickly turned back to Vera.

"See? I wasn't lying. I really did promise Angel earlier to go home together. I can't be the kind of guy who breaks his word."

The drummer, Erin Dongfang, a towering two-meter-tall man, caught Felix's look and immediately started pushing his way forward.

"Come on, it's late, time to go home. My mom's calling me back for breakfast."

A like a walking tower squeezed forward, and the pressure made Vera step aside instinctively. Amid the group's good-natured noise they shielded Angel and Felix, made their way past the robot cleaning squad, and spilled out of the Nightfall Bar.

The city outside was still vivid—giant ads flashing across screens, neon lights shining over the restless crowds, the night's decadence unbroken.

In her memories of the war-torn Magic Continent, Angel had seldom seen such bustling sleepless cities. She watched quietly, marveling at how humans here squandered their lives.

So much good time. . . why not spend it learning and cultivating?

Before Vera could catch up, Felix grabbed Angel's hand and hustled her onto the 805 hover-bus. It was less crowded than in the daytime but still busy, with no seats available. He guided her to a quieter spot at the back to stand.

Only then did he seem to realize he was still holding her hand. Embarrassed, he let go.

Angel felt nothing in particular about it and politely thanked him, puzzled by why his face suddenly darkened.

Their Peaceful Community was the second-to-last stop. Halfway through the ride some seats freed up, and the two of them quickly sat down. Since they didn't sit together, Angel felt even more at ease, half-closing her eyes to admire the night scene outside the window.

The passing lights brushed her cheek, and a faint spark of excitement glimmered in her eyes. Felix leaned back a little, found a safe angle, and quietly watched her, lost in thought.

They reached home without trouble. Angel sincerely thanked him for helping her get the job. He slipped away into his apartment as if fleeing, shy yet bitter at heart. Her polite reserve only made him feel the distance—she was guarding
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